FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
the Chinese Pamirs, but from the depths of our narrow valley
we could see nothing. As it was still early afternoon, I set
off to attack the nearest spur of the mountains. It was very
steep and great tufts of grass made a series of ledges which
I had to clamber up. At the end of an hour I passed some
sheep on their way down. At the end of two hours the yurts
looked no bigger than three little brown mushrooms. I was
out of breath and stopped for a while, admiring the gentians,
and the edelweiss—it had such long stalks here—and listening
to the silence of the desert regions of the world, that silence
which I miss so much when I am amongst human beings,
a deep silence which fills the heart with a sense of immensity.
I went on to the rocky summit that towered over a slaty
region where nothing grew. At the top the wind was strong.
I was on a level with numerous bare crests, but to the south
there was no trace of the famous Mustagh that should have
been soaring above the clouds.
The strain of climbing was telling on my knees and I
suddenly began to feel afraid of the descent. Going up, my
feet were all right, the toes gripping well, but going down,
I knew from experience, my heels were liable to fail me on
the oblique and slippery slate. For a half-hour of the descent
there was nothing to prevent me from falling over into the
sheer drop below the rocky scree. Peter would be the only
person to be directly affected if I disappeared. Uncon-
sciously I grew introspective. During the last six months I had
often had the impression of being on another planet. In fact,
I was as though I had been shut off from the rest of the
world. My family and my friends had learned to do without
me. My remoteness and my isolation had at last taught me
that I was useless to "the order of things."
Yes, that was quite certain. But what mattered was
myself, I, who was living at the centre of the world—that "I"
who did not want to disappear without accomplishing
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